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Divine and Dateless by Tara West

Good girls go to Heaven. Bad girls go all the way...

What can be worse than electrocuting yourself while getting ready for your Internet date? Realizing the hot stud you’ve been fondling is the Grim Reaper? Being chased by a sex-crazed bloated, naked corpse?

How about an eternity of more bad hair days and horrific dates?  Or lusting after the one guy in all the afterlife whose hydrophobia rivals his fear of commitment?

Yeah, that’s a whole lot worse.
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Chapter One
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DAMN, THAT HURT. 

I grabbed onto the bathroom counter and slowly pulled myself up, stumbling around a bit before I steadied myself against the wall and turned off the faucet. That's when I got a good look at my reflection in the mirror.

Omigod! 

Despite the fact that my reflection was a bit blurry, probably due to how hard I’d hit my head when I fell, my hair looked like an electrified mop. I couldn't go on a date like that! Roger would take one look at me, accuse me of faking my profile picture, and make a dash for the elevator. As if I wouldn't have a hard enough time explaining why I was five years older and five (okay, ten) pounds heavier than that Bahama bikini photo. 

I sighed when I thought back to the girl getaways I used to take with Jodi, Trista, and Sheri. Those had been amazing times: margarita binges, detox shakes, size-five bikinis, one-night stands and ribbed condoms. I’d taken that photo after an amazing night with the Swede, Rolf or Sven or something like that. His name didn't matter. What did matter was his size-thirteen shoe and big hands, very big hands. Speaking of that beach fling, we could have made a long-distance relationship work, if only he'd spoken English, or at least hadn't pretended he couldn't understand me. 

I wondered about the size of Roger's hands. Did he have a strong grip like my surly Swede? Or were they perfectly manicured like my last date, Craig the hair stylist, who was one wax and peel away from escaping the closet of denial and giving his very religious grandma a heart attack. If only Craig had listened to me when I suggested he come out to his granny and then smooth things over by offering her a free pluck and color.

I tried to slick my hair back in place, but the strands felt as unmanageable as a wire brush. What the hell? I hoped that shock hadn't done any permanent damage to my follicles. I had just spent a small fortune at the salon for auburn highlights and a deep conditioning treatment. No more putting it off: next paycheck I would go to the drugstore and get another blow-dryer. This wasn't the first time it had zapped me, but it was definitely the worst. 

I whirled at the sound of a knock on the door. Was Roger here early? I stumbled out of the bathroom and checked the microwave clock in my cramped studio kitchen. Six thirty-six. He was twenty-four minutes early! What was I going to do about my hair?

I rushed to the kitchen sink and splashed some water on my hair and tried again to push it down, but it must have been spring-loaded because it popped right back up. 

More knocking. This time it was louder and more persistent. 

What the heck, Roger? 

The guy wasn't exactly making a good first impression. 

"Okay, okay," I groaned as I grabbed a hair band from the gym bag I kept by the front door. 

I read somewhere that keeping a packed gym bag in a convenient location was good motivation to keep on a steady workout schedule. So far, it was working, because I'd been steadily going to the gym once every two or three months. 

I did my best to tie my hair back while trying to tamp down my aggravation as the incessant knocking grew ever louder. Grabbing the door handle, I exhaled slowly. I was so tempted to tell Roger the date was off, but I was haunted by the echo of my mom's familiar nagging voice.

“You're too picky, Ash. Mr. Tall, Dark, and Perfect is a fairytale. Settle down before all the decent ones are taken.”  

I laughed as I recalled being in my early twenties when my mom had encouraged me to be pickier about whom I brought home. But that was ten (okay, fifteen) pounds ago, and that was way before Travis dumped me for his forty-seven-year-old law school professor. Lately, as long as the guy had all his teeth and a functioning penis, Mom was trying to rush me to the altar. 

The unremitting knocking turned into all-out banging. 

Damn, Roger! As if I don't have enough problems with my neighbors. 

I was so aggravated, I didn't even bother to check the peephole before jerking open the door. 

"Is that really necessary?" I growled before I got a good look at him. But then I did get a good look at my date, and my jaw practically hit the floor. Wow, he looked nothing like his profile picture. 

Tall. Check. 

Wavy, dark hair, and a strong jawline. Check. 

Impossibly blue eyes. Check.

Broad shoulders and rippling, tanned muscles. Double-check.

I tried to strike a casual pose as I leaned against the doorframe, but I feared I would melt all over the floor in a puddle of lust instead. 

Mister, you can bang down my door any time. 

He arched a dark brow while eyeing me with a smirk. "Ashley MacLeod?"

"Everyone calls me Ash, but yeah. So sorry. I wasn't expecting you for another half hour. I had a bit of a blow-dryer accident." I smoothed an errant lock of frizz behind my ear. "I'm not ready." 

"They never are." He laughed. 

And just like that, a bubble burst in my chest. I should have figured him for a Casanova. I was sure he went out with a different girl every weekend. Then again, judging by the confident tilt of his chin and the way those stone-washed jeans clung to his thick legs (and that bulge beneath his zipper), I was fairly certain each of his dates ended in mind-blowing sex. I was also thinking I wanted to end our date the same way, because Casanova or not, I was getting tired of buying batteries. 

"Right." I pushed back another strand of hair, which immediately popped out of place. "Maybe you should wait in the downstairs lobby. There's a soda machine. Don't drink the coffee. It's usually a few days old." I took a step back and prepared to close the door. 

"I've got a schedule to keep." 

I wasn’t sure, but I thought I heard a hint of a southern drawl, which didn't make a lot of sense because I was almost positive Roger's profile said he'd lived in Seattle his whole life. Casanova blocked the door with his foot, stepped forward, and practically filled the entire doorway with his frame. 

That's when it hit me. Roger's profile said five-foot-ten, one hundred and eighty-five pounds, brown eyes, and pale skin. A dentist, he spent most of his days indoors and his pastimes included going to the movies and playing fantasy football. But this guy hogging my doorway could have played real football as a linebacker. 

I pointed an accusatory finger. "You look nothing like your profile."

He pushed past me, frowning as he surveyed my cramped apartment. "What were you expecting? Hood and cape and a giant scythe?"

"A what?" I felt suddenly self-conscious as he eyed my small kitchen table and even smaller fridge. Like Roger, I might have lied on my profile, too. I might have put that I was a defense attorney and not a law-school dropout barely making a livable wage as a legal secretary.

He shrugged. "It was a joke." 

"Can I fix you a drink?" I did a mental count of how many diet sodas I had left in my fridge. Probably not enough to last until payday. Luckily, Roger looked more like a water guy, and I had plenty of free tap on hand. 

"No, ma'am. I told you, I've got a schedule to keep." 

Oh, yeah, the southern drawl was coming across much thicker now, coating my senses like warm butter and sending a jolt of hormonal lust straight to my lady parts. I crossed one leg over the other, silently chastising myself for getting all hot and bothered by this guy when I didn't even know who he was. I was certain of one thing: he was a far cry from a meek, pale-faced dentist. 

I narrowed my eyes and tilted my chin, trying to force myself to stop thinking about those tight, stone-washed jeans. "You're not a dentist."

He laughed. "No, ma'am." 

I wasn’t fluent in southern speak, but I was fairly certain ma'am was a term reserved for older women. As if my frizzy hair wasn't making me self-conscious enough, now he was calling me an old lady. That's when I realized I still hadn't applied fine-line minimizer and foundation. I really wished Roger, or whoever he was, hadn't shown up so soon. And I really wished he'd go downstairs and wait in the lobby while I made myself look more presentable, and hopefully younger. 

"And you're not from here, are you?"

He crossed one arm over the other. "Born and raised in Texas." 

"That explains the sexy accent." I mentally smacked myself upside the head. This was what happened when I got nervous. I said the first thing on my mind without wondering if I should have said it. 

"Are you flirting with me, Ashley MacLeod?" 

I loved the way my name rolled off his tongue like warm chocolate sauce melting all over vanilla ice cream. Mmm. I was suddenly in the mood for a hot-fudge sundae. I had a vision of me lapping ice cream and chocolate sauce off his abs, which I suspected were as rock hard as the rest of him. 

I shook my head, trying to clear away the lust-induced fog. It had been a while since I'd gotten laid by something that wasn’t made of silicone. A long while. That had to be why my slut sonar was stuck in overdrive. What was with me getting all hot and bothered over this guy who’d clearly lied on his profile? Disregard the fact that I’d lied on my profile. I had actually been looking forward to flirting my way into free teeth whitening and cleanings (since my cheap health insurance had a five hundred dollar deductible) but this stud could have been a serial killer for all I knew. 

Oh, please, God, don't let him be a serial killer. He's too sexy to be crazy.

I got a good long look at Fake Roger, and much to my embarrassment, he was sizing me up, too. But not in the way I wanted him to be looking at me. No, he had this impatient look in his eyes as his heavy boot tapped loudly on my linoleum floor. "We need to get going, ma'am."

Crud. Another old lady reference. This will not do. 

I didn't give a damn about his schedule. I was not setting foot out of the apartment until I: (a) fixed this mop on my head and applied a generous amount of anti-ma'am foundation and (b) made sure Fake Roger was not a serial killer, or at the very least, that he had a job somewhat related to dentistry. 

I took a step back, and then another, needing to put some distance between me and Mr. Hot Fudge Stud. "Give me a minute to fix my hair," I said. And double-check Roger's profile, I wanted to add, but decided to leave that part out. 

"Relax," Fake Roger said with perhaps too much ease in his deep southern drawl. "You're going to the Penthouse. You can have any hairstyle you want there."

"The Penthouse? I haven't heard of it." Instinctively, my hand went to my stomach at the thought of trying someplace new. I had been very clear with Roger I could only dine at certain restaurants. I'd even sent him a list of safe places to eat. "Do they have a gluten-free menu?"

Little fun fact about me. If I so much as eat a crumb of wheat, barley, or rye, I turn into a cross between Godzilla (only the flames come out the other end), a gremlin (not the sweet, cuddly kind), and a rabid dog. To put it mildly, me and gluten do not get along, which is why I have to be very, very careful where I eat. 

If Fake Roger turned out not to be a serial killer, and I decided to let him get past third base (who was I kidding? I was so desperate for a real penis, I would have slept with anything with a heartbeat), it would really, really suck if I was then forced to trade in an explosive night of passion for an explosive night on the toilet. 

"You can eat whatever you want," Fake Roger said with a touch of annoyance. He motioned toward the front door. "Come on, let's go. I've got a heart-attack victim waiting." 

"Heart attack?" I gasped. "So you're a doctor?" Maybe his profile said oncologist and I'd read it wrong. Even so, if he did have heart attack patient, what was he doing going on a date when he should have been saving this person's life? 

"A doctor?" He chuckled. "No, I'm a Grim." 

"Excuse me?"

"Angel of Death, Grim Reaper, Gabriel, Yama, Azrael, depending on your religion." 

Shit! Fake Roger is a weirdo. 

I should have known. Despite being raised in a very religious household, I’d started to question whether there even was a God. Because if there was a God, surely he wouldn't have deprived me of sex with a real person for a year only to have set me up with the world's hottest psychopath. "This is a joke, right?"

Fake Roger, or Grim, or whoever the hell he was, scrunched up his handsome features and looked at me as if I'd just sprouted an arm out of the top of my head. "Have you seen yourself?"

"I know." I pushed back a wiry strand of hair that had slipped out of its headband. "I think I can fix this with a little conditioner and mousse. Excuse me."

I turned on my heel and ran straight for the bathroom, slamming the door behind me. Letting out a shaky breath, I stared at the warped wooden door. I didn't know why I was expecting Fake Roger to bang it down with a machete, but the guy was creeping me out. What the hell had that been about? Where had this guy come from, and where was Roger? 

The Angel of Death? Really? 

Then it hit me. This guy might actually be a genuine serial killer. One thing was for sure, he was delusional if he thought he was the Grim Reaper. 

I stood at the door for several seconds. When my arms and legs got this tingly, weightless feeling, I realized it must be from fear. Then I remembered my cellphone. I had set it on the counter right before I got shocked.  

I backed away from the door and spun around. That’s when I nearly tripped over my head. 

My head! 

My body was on the floor, my hair was fanned out in a wild mess, and my lifeless eyes were staring up at the ceiling. But wait. What was I doing down there when I was also up here? 

I caught a glimpse of my reflection, or what was left of my reflection, in the mirror. The woman looking back at me was so pale she was translucent. Why hadn’t I noticed that before?

Oh-my-freaking-God!

Panic seized me, and the only thing I knew to do was scream. I screamed at the woman in the mirror. I screamed at the corpse on the floor. I screamed and screamed until I thought my throat would turn raw. And though my brain was barely functioning, I knew Fake Roger was the Grim, and I was dead.  
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Chapter Two
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"I TOLD YOU, I'VE GOT a schedule to keep." 

Fake Roger (I refused to call him Grim, because then I would have had to acknowledge I was dead, which I couldn't possibly be over a stupid blow-dryer) was hovering behind me, tapping his foot on my shag bathroom rug. I shouldn’t have let him into the bathroom, but I got tired of him banging on my door. 

He kept going on about some stupid schedule, which shouldn't have mattered if we were dead, which I WASN’T.

I'll be damned (oops, probably not a good time to be using that phrase) if I'm going anywhere with Grim. 

I was only twenty-nine. I couldn't have died. I hadn't even done the marriage and kids thing yet; not that I was looking forward to the kids part, but my mom had been bugging me about grandkids. 

My mom! 

Holy crap. She would be heartbroken when she found out. I hoped my sister stopped being a brat long enough to console her. But Mom wouldn't need anyone to console her because I wasn’t dead. 

I'm not freaking dead!

I sat on the toilet, crying, staring down at the chipped magenta toenail polish on my other body. I was so foggy from shock and grief, I hardly heard Grim as he said something about his schedule again. If my eternal fate hadn’t been in his hands, I'd probably have smacked him.

“What happened to me?” I asked through a sniffle. 

He nodded toward the blow-dryer lying by my side. Its bright-fuchsia shell was marred by angry streaks of black. The cramped space smelled like burnt plastic, too. “Looks like you electrocuted yourself.” 

“Shit!” I stomped a heel on the cracked tile. It created this weird, hollow echo, and I swore I could feel the vibrations ricochet into the other room. 

“Were you running the water with the blow-dryer on?”

I shrugged. “Maybe.” 

“Didn't you read the warning label?” He held up the dryer and pointed to the cord, a condescending look in his vibrant eyes. 

I averted my gaze, chewing on my lower lip. “Maybe not.” 

“Your dryer should have had a surge suppressor.” 

He pointed to the little red button on the plug, the same stupid button that had been popping out every two minutes while I’d been trying to dry my hair. Yesterday, I’d finally gotten fed up, and Super-glued it down. I’d thought it was a good idea at the time.  

Grim swiped a finger across the plug and looked at me with a smirk. “You glued it?” 

Okay, I admit it wasn’t a wise decision. Lesson learned. “Can’t we just resuscitate me?” 

“Ashley,” he said through a groan as he pointed at my body, “you’ve been dead for half an hour.” 

I shot to my feet and peered down at my body, and then spat out a curse that would have made my poor dear granny spin somersaults in her grave. 

“Ashley? You okay?”

“Ash,” I said in a tone that felt as hollow as my lifeless body. “Nobody’s called me Ashley since high school, and I can’t go with you. I’m not dead.” I said the last part without conviction. Shit. Even I was starting to believe I’d croaked. This was so not good. 

“Ash, I really need to get to my next call.” Grim stepped over my body, approaching my personal space. 

I took a hesitant step back, not because I minded him being so close to me. Not at all. But having so much male filling up my space was like, excuse the bad pun, overloading me with a surge of electric arousal. 

“I need proof.” I backed up until I felt the towel rack behind me.  

Weird, because even though I was supposedly dead and shouldn’t be able to feel a thing, I could definitely feel him. He put out a heat that sent my senses reeling.

He angled his head, giving me a good glimpse of a square jaw and thick neck. I had a hunch the shoulders underneath his stiff shirt collar were corded with muscle. “There’s all the proof you need.” He pointed at my prone body. 

Lust forgotten. This guy sure knew how to kill a girl-gasm. 

I shook my head before covering my eyes with my hands. “No, she’s not real. Neither are you. I zapped my head really badly when I shocked myself, and I’m still knocked out.”

“You don’t honestly believe that.”

The pity in his voice would have been humiliating had he not been a figment of my imagination. 

“I do. I have to. I’m not ready to go.” I looked at him through my fingers. Damn. He’d stepped closer to me, and I couldn’t back up another inch. 

Much to my amazement and annoyance, he had the nerve to smirk. Not the everyday, average, asshole smirk, like the kind I had to deal with from my pinhead boss on a daily basis, but the devastatingly handsome, sideways smirk that could only be perfected through years of endless flirting. 

This definitely had to be some sort of hallucination. No guy I’d ever met was that damn sexy. 

“What?” I asked as I clenched my hands. 

His eyes gleamed with mischief. “You’re cute when you pout.”

I let out a huff of air, knocking a strand of wayward frizz out of my eye. “Okay, the Grim Reaper is flirting with me. Now I know this is a dream.”

He laughed, combing a hand through his thick, dark hair. “You want proof I’m real, don’t you?”

I wagged a finger in his face. “Flirting hardly counts as proof.”

“Sorry.” He shrugged. “That’s all I’ve got.”

Then a thought came to me, a really, really wicked thought. That devil sitting on my shoulder had to have been working overtime to come up with that one. I tilted my chin, looking deep into his eyes as I gave him a challenging glare. “What about kissing?”

Grim’s face paled, and, ironically, he looked like he’d been spooked by a ghost. He backed up, holding out his hands in a defensive gesture. “I’m not going to take advantage of you.” His words were at war with the molten look in his eyes. 

Though I knew my hair was a frizzy mess, and my tight black skirt might have exposed a bit too much pudge in the thigh area, I knew lust when I saw it, and this man was turned on. 

Okay, since he was just a figment of my imagination, I figured I’d enjoy playing out this fantasy while it lasted. So I did what any woman in my situation would have done during an uncomfortably awkward moment of flirting gone wrong: I kept right on flirting. Ignoring the body lying between us on the floor, I stepped over my torn dress, which was definitely exposing too much pudgy thigh, and moved toward him until he was backed into a corner.  

He stiffened until he was parallel to the wall. That would have been a definite sign he was not interested, except he licked his lower lip like he hadn’t eaten in a week and I was a juicy cut of prime rib. I continued my advance until there was barely a breath between us and my heavy breasts were pressing against his chest. He stood there with this deer-in-the-headlights expression, and that’s when I started to lose confidence. 

His knee went up, grazing the skin between my bare thighs, and a zing shot straight to my lady parts. Holy heck! I was horny for Grim! If this really were a dream, I hoped I wouldn’t wake up for at least another ten minutes. Scratch that. Make that twenty. The way this flirting was progressing, we’d both be at home base faster than I could devour a plate of triple-chocolate chunk brownies during PMS.  

“Prove to me I’m dead,” I cooed, laying a hand on his chest. The top button on his long-sleeved cotton shirt was unfastened, revealing just the right amount of dark hair and a hint of hard muscles beneath. I moved my fingers to the small patch of curls, letting the heat soak from his bare skin to mine. And then I did something naughty. I leaned up and pressed a feather-soft kiss on his tanned neck.  

He groaned, cupping my shoulders in his strong grip. “What are you doing to me, woman?”

“Proving I’m not dead.” I giggled, nipping at his earlobe for good measure. 

“Maybe you need some other kind of proof,” he growled before his lips came crashing down on mine in the most heat-searing, exquisite kiss imaginable.

I moaned into his mouth, welcoming his tongue’s invasion. I tasted the sweet scent of fruit, maybe apples? I wasn’t quite sure, but I knew I needed to investigate further, so I fisted his shirt collar, clutching it like a lifeline as I deepened the kiss. He pulled me against the length of his hard body until I straddled his thigh. Our tongues sparred, and our lips melded together perfectly. 

At that moment, once my brain had been robbed of all coherent thought, one word popped into my mind: heaven. His kiss was pure heaven.  

I released his collar, roaming the length of his body, which surely had to have been carved from granite. I didn’t care if I was pushing boundaries. This was a dream after all. When I settled on that exquisitely large and stiff protrusion between his thighs, I froze. 

Holy shit, he was harder than a rod of steel, and as his leg ground out a torturous rhythm between my thighs, I realized I was wetter than spring in Seattle. 

This was not a dream. This was real, and I had just fondled the boner of the freaking Grim Reaper. 

My hands flew to my mouth as I retreated, nearly tripping over my dead body for the second time. “Omigod!” 

My gaze shot to his crotch. I couldn’t help it. I had to look. Sure enough, that nice bulge looked a bit bulgier, straining against his zipper and begging for some breathing room.

Grim coughed into his fist and then turned his back, which was weird, because I didn’t think spirits needed to cough. Then again, I didn’t think spirits could get hard-ons, either. 

Imagine my disappointment when he turned around and his triple-quarter-pounder of beefy bulge had shrunk to a mere cheeseburger.  

“Okay, Ash. Here’s the deal,” he said, as he stared somewhere beyond my shoulder. 

Great. I’d just had the best kiss of my existence, and now the guy couldn’t even look at me. 

“I’ve got orders for you to go all the way to the top.” He gave me two thumbs-up. “The Penthouse is the sweetest place in all eternity. I don’t know what you did to please the Big Guy, but I can tell you living up there sure beats the life you’ve got here. Anything you want is yours. You just have to snap your fingers.” 

I was trying to absorb everything he was telling me, really I was, but my lips had just been locked with that damn sensual mouth of his. Too bad his marble features betrayed not even the slightest hint of passion. As my lust started to cool, reality quickly set in. 

Holy moly! Had he just said I was going to Heaven? 

“The Penthouse sounds a lot like Heaven.” I exhaled, searching his gaze for any sign of the spark I’d seen moments before. 

“That’s what the ascended usually call it,” he said in the most annoyingly indifferent tone imaginable. “You can label it whatever you want.” 

Okay, fine. Play it off as if the kiss and your massive boner never happened. Two can play at this game. 

I cocked a brow, crossing my arms. “The ascended?” 

“Angels.” He waved me toward the door. “Are you ready to get your wings? Your Grandma Clara is waiting.”

Kiss and stiffy forgotten, my jaw fell open, and I let out a girly squee that could rival a cheerleader on crack. “Grandma Clara? She was the best grandma in the world!” 

“Well, let’s go meet her. I bet she’s preparing your welcome home party right now.” He flashed a dimpled grin, one that stretched his jaw and showed two pearly white rows of beautiful teeth. Honestly, this guy was too gorgeous to be The Grim. Those childhood fairytales had gotten him all wrong. 

In fact, he was so darned cute, I almost wanted to follow him. Almost. I turned, pointing down at my vacuous eyes. “So I’m just supposed to leave my body here? What’s going to happen to me?”

“Ash.” He heaved a sigh before jerking open the door. “You’re no longer tethered to your weak mortal body. You have ascended.”

His knuckles whitened as he clutched the handle, and I wondered how he was able to open the door when he was supposedly an apparition. Just one of the many questions about my weird afterlife I hoped to get answered. In the meantime, I didn’t feel right leaving my body like that.  

“My corpse is going to rot if nobody finds me. My mom lives all the way in Portland. It will be days, maybe even weeks.”

“It doesn’t matter, does it?” He chuckled. 

Okay, sexiness aside, what a jerk! The guy actually had the nerve to laugh at my corpse?

“Of course it matters.” I hated the whine that slipped into my voice, but I was determined to hold my ground. My poor, poor mom. If the shock from my death didn’t kill her, then the depression would. Not trying to sound like an entitled princess, but I was literally her whole world. I might not have been as successful as my sister, but I was half the bitch she was. “My mom will be devastated,” I said with a sob as visions of her crying at my funeral swam through my mind.

“Only for a short while.” 

He said this with a causal air, as if deciding between a latte or a cappuccino. I wanted to slap him. 

“That’s not true.” I turned up my chin, giving him my best haughty expression. “Mom loves me.” 

He shook his head, any trace of humor in his eyes doused like water over a flame. “The human lifespan is short when compared to an eternity in the afterworld.”

Ugh! The guy was impossible. Did he not realize the tornado of emotions swirling around in my head? I’d been killed and passionately kissed within the span of an hour, and now I was supposed to abandon the body I’d been living in for the past twenty-nine years and follow a total stranger (disregard that I’d just been intimate with him) up to a place he was calling the Penthouse? This was all too weird. Too, too weird.  

I threw my hands in the air. “So I’m just supposed to walk out of my apartment and follow you to Heaven?”

“Yes.”

I eyed him through slits. “How will we get there?”

“The elevator.”

“Of course.” I rolled my eyes and slapped my forehead. “Why didn’t I think of that? Silly me forgot to check if my apartment complex stretched all the way to Heaven before I signed the lease.”

“Ash, I’ve got to get to that heart attack victim. You think you’ve got it bad? This guy just died in the middle of sex. The prostitute is hysterical, and he’s been assigned to the second floor.” 

“The second floor?” 

“The bottom level of Purgatory, and only a few floors away from the fiery pit of doom.”

I gasped. “So there’s really a Hell?”

“You’re never going there, so don’t worry about it. Come on, Ash,” he pleaded. Damn him, that dimpled smile was back. “Your afterlife is going to be a whole lot better than the life you’re leaving behind. I promise.” 

He held up a hand like a boy scout taking an oath, but this was no boy scout. This was the freaking Grim Reaper. All of the stories I’d heard about him had been pretty horrific. Now I was supposed to trust this guy? Then again, what other options did I have? It’s not like I could have crawled back into my damaged body and woken myself up. 

I leaned into him, jabbing a finger in his chest. “You’d better be a man of your word.”

He placed a hand over his heart. “Ma’am, my word is my honor.”

“Stop calling me ma’am,” I growled as I stomped past him and out the bathroom. 

Much to my dissatisfaction, Grim’s heavy footsteps trailed behind me. I was almost to my front door when a loud knock stopped me in my tracks.  

“Omigod!” I spun around, searching Grim’s unreadable eyes for help. “That must be Roger. What do I do?”

“He can’t see you.” He walked up to me and held out his hand. “Come on.”

I hesitantly slipped my hand in his, surprised at the energy that zinged into my palm and nearly made my knees buckle.   Dear God, how did this guy do that to me? 

But before I could think about how he turned my blood to molten liquid, Grim was pulling me through the doorway and out into the hall. 

Strange how the guy standing on the other side didn’t notice us. And then I got a good look at my blind date, all five-foot-seven and two hundred pounds of him. 

Five-ten and one hundred and eighty pounds, my ass! 

It looked like I’d dodged one bullet and got struck by another. Story of my life, or in this case, my afterlife.  
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Chapter Three
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APPARENTLY, AFTER I’D wasted all of Grim’s time with that groping and kissing, he was now very, very late to his next appointment. Since he’d already violated protocol with me once, he said he might as well do it again, which was why, rather than taking me to “the Penthouse,” I was standing beneath the shadow of a huge, artificial palm tree near the shallow end of some guy’s condominium pool. I watched with morbid curiosity as the EMTs fished his bloated, nude body out of the Jacuzzi. His mistress of the night, whose legal age was questionable, was wrapped up in nothing but a Hello Kitty beach towel, hunched over in a wicker chair, sobbing convulsively into a strawberry margarita. A middle-aged cop sat beside her, scribbling notes into a tablet. 

Dead Guy’s spirit was doing a backstroke in the deep end of the pool, refusing Grim’s numerous pleas to get out. His very round belly, nearly as round as his very bald head, protruded several inches out of the water, and his shriveled up dingle-berries were an alarming shade of blue.  

“I told you I’m not dead,” Dingle-berry said to Grim for like the twentieth time.

Geez, had I been this hardheaded with Grim? Talk about a stressful job. I was almost starting to feel sorry for the guy. 

“You are dead,” Grim said in a tone more frigid than the water that had shriveled the dead guy’s balls, “and you need to get out.”

Dingle-berry kicked off from the side of the pool, lazily paddling back toward the EMTs. “If you want me to come out so badly, then come and get me.”

“I told you I can’t do that.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.” The dead guy paused to wave a hand behind him before continuing his slow stroke. “Those EMTs over there are about to resuscitate my body.”

It took four burly looking EMTs to hoist the cadaver out of the water. I cringed when they accidentally dropped him on the pool deck. The corpse made a loud squishy sound, like a butcher slapping a fish onto a marble slab. 

One of the medics brought out a big, black bag, and I knew what was going to happen next. 

“Stan, they’re zipping you up in a body bag.” 

When Grim pointed toward the scene, I thought I saw a humorous gleam in his eyes. Maybe I didn’t feel sorry for him. It seemed he took sick satisfaction in witnessing our misery. 

“What?” Stan stood up and waved his hands at the medics, who paid him no notice as they hoisted his corpse into the bag and began zipping it up. “Hey, you stupid EMTs! What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Stan hoisted himself out of the water and ran circles around the medics. They paid him no heed as they placed the body on a stretcher and rolled it out the side gate. 

Stan punched the gate and screamed a bunch of obscenities before running up to the prostitute with arms flailing wildly above his head. “Hey, Lila, or Lilly, or whatever the fuck your name is! Stop them, Goddammit!” He pointed at the gate while jumping up and down. “I didn’t pay you a thousand fucking dollars to sit there and act like an idiot. Do something!”

But she didn’t hear him. In fact, she was too busy unbuckling the cop’s pants to worry about crazy ghosts. 

“They can’t hear you, Stan,” Grim grumbled as he impatiently waved him over. “Come on, let’s go.”

Stan turned toward Grim with a wild-eyed expression. “Hell, no!” he screamed before diving back into the pool. 

Disregarding Grim’s earlier command to lie low, I stepped out of the shadows. “Why don’t you go in after him?”

“I can’t.” The edge in his voice sliced through the air between us, making me feel cold, unwelcome, insignificant. 

I didn’t know how this guy managed to make me feel a torrent of negative emotions with two words, but he had. He reminded me too much of my cocky, condescending law school professors, more validation for why I had to drop out of that hell hole. 

I wrapped my arms around myself as I watched Stan paddle with more fervor. He was definitely not getting out of the pool anytime soon. This was going to be a long night, which sucked on so many levels. Not only was I forced to endure the aloof company of the totally hot immortal who’d just passionately kissed me moments earlier, but I had to watch some naked, bloated guy make an ass of himself while his hooker gave a cop a blowjob. Well, at least someone was getting lucky tonight. 

“Do you have any idea who I am?” Stan said haughtily after his shiny marble head popped up above the water. I recognized that tone. It was the same tone my boss, Mr. Schwartz, used whenever he tried to bully a client, another lawyer, or more often than I cared to admit, me.

Grim’s bunched shoulders were strung so tight they looked ready to crack. “You’re dead is who you are. Now get moving. I’ve got a schedule to keep.” 

“Why can’t you go in? Some other protocol?” I asked in a huff. “You’ve already broken the rules twice tonight. What’s one more time?”

Grim’s stance was almost as rigid as his stiffy had been earlier, as he watched with stony features while Stan paddled through the water. Finally, he opened his mouth as if to speak. 

I waited, wondering if he was going to say something. 

“I can’t swim.”  He’d spoken so softly, I wondered if he’d said anything at all. 

“You’ve got to be shitting me.” I waved a hand at Stan. “That pool is like four-feet deep. Just walk the hell in and get him.”

Grim answered with a quick shake of the head as he folded his arms across his chest, eyeing Stan with disdain. “Ain’t gonna happen.” 

Well, geez, here I was thinking that my life, or afterlife, couldn’t have gotten any weirder, and my death escort turned out to be hydrophobic. 

“Shouldn’t that have been a prerequisite at the Grim Reaper School of Retrieving Lost Souls, to not act like a big pussy around water?” 

A fire lit beneath his eyes. For a split second, my knees weakened, and it wasn’t out of lust. I’d seriously pissed Grim off with that last comment, but I didn’t care. I’d never been very good at staying inside boundaries. 

“Don’t judge me,” he ground out, sounding like a grizzly bear who’d woken up too soon.  

Ignoring his scowl, I turned up my chin. “I’m trying hard not to.” 

“No, I mean don’t judge me.” He pointed a finger toward the sky. “That’s the Big Guy’s job, and he takes offense when others try to do it for him. He doesn’t revoke Penthouse passes often, but he always makes exceptions.”

Ooh, was he bluffing me? I crinkled my eyes and studied his features for any sign of deceit, but without any admissible evidence, it was hard to tell.  

“Fine. I won’t judge you,” I called over my shoulder as I walked past him toward the edge of the pool. “I’ll just do your job.” Slipping off my heels, I dove into the water. 

* * *
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DRAGGING A NAKED, TUBBY guy out of the pool was a lot harder than I’d initially thought it would be. I thought one of the benefits of being dead was I wasn’t supposed to feel pain? But the frigid water sliced through my skin as if I was being cut open by a thousand tiny knives. What the hell had I been thinking when I dove into that pool? My poor nipples were so hard, they could cut diamonds. I tried to envision myself at the beach, burying my chest in hot sand, but that whole mind over matter shit wasn’t working. 

To make matters worse, Stan pulled me back as he resisted my attempts to yank him to the water’s edge. Considering he wasn’t much taller than my five-foot-five frame, he was strong for a little guy. In the end, the only thing that worked getting Stan out of the water was persuasion, and I didn’t mean me begging him to get out. I meant my perky, pebbled nipples that were about to carve holes out of the clingy fabric of my black dress. Apparently, Stan was a tit man. Luckily, in addition to my pudgy thighs, I’d been endowed with breasts to match.  

As soon as I popped my chest above water, those things beckoned to him like twin lighthouse beams calling a ghost ship to shore. I swear the pool filled up another foot with the drool hanging off his lip. Facing him, I slowly backed up the stairs, trying to keep far enough away from his outstretched hands as he followed me like a zombie in a trance.

I tried really hard to ignore the loud slurping and groaning noises behind me as Hello Kitty hooker got the cop off. So glad to know that one of Seattle’s finest was working diligently keeping his citizens safe. No telling who else that hooker would have propositioned if he hadn’t occupied her time.  

Grim wedged himself between us as Stan was about to get a free feel of my girls. He handed each of us towels, and I quickly dried off before wringing my hair onto the concrete.  “Are you okay?” Grim asked me, blocking Stan, who was trying to charge me like a cantankerous bull with a festering butt-sore.

“Sure.” I shrugged. Well, I’d meant it to be a shrug, but it ended up being more like a convulsive shake. Damn, it was cold! “Can we get out of here?”

“Yeah,” he said before he snapped around, growling at Stan. “Will you wrap a towel around that thing? There’s a lady present.”

Stan had let his towel fall to the ground, and he was thrusting his hips back and forth like he was some kind of stud horse.  

“I see the lady,” Stan said as he peered around Grim’s massive arm and waggled his eyebrows at me. “Shove off, Mac, so I can get better acquainted with her.” 

When I saw Grim pull his fist back, I knew what was coming next. I just couldn’t believe it. In one fluid movement, Grim had knocked the guy out cold. 

“How did you do that?” I asked as I stumbled backward, nearly tripping over my own feet.

But Grim didn’t answer as he rolled Stan onto the towel and tied it around him. Then he hoisted the guy over his shoulders like a marine would carry a wounded soldier. “Let’s go.” His gruff tone was coarser than sandpaper.  

“You know, if you were a little nicer, your job would be a lot easier.” 

Grim pushed past me and trudged toward the gate. “Don’t tell me how to do my job.” 

I rolled my eyes as I trailed after him. Then an odd thought struck me as I clutched the towel to my chest. “So those people over there. Don’t they see a towel floating through the air?”

“No,” he said as he undid the latch on the gate and pushed it open. “We’re not in the same dimension.”   

I stopped, feeling as if I’d struck a brick wall. I knew my mouth was hanging open, but I couldn’t help it. I tried to shake the fog that had settled in my brain as I stared up at him. “I’m trying to wrap my head around that.” 

“Don’t worry yourself over it,” he said in his usual indifferent tone. “After a day in the Penthouse, you’ll forget all about the first floor.” 

The first floor? He must mean Earth. 

“I hope you’re right.” I followed him down a gravel walkway lit with bright lights that sprang up beside trim bushes. When Grim didn’t respond, I added, “I’d like nothing more than to forget this day.”

Well, the death part I’d like to forget, but that kiss. Damn. Just thinking about the way his lips had melded to mine made me soak my panties. Good thing they were already wet from the pool.  

Since Grim had apparently become a mute, I was forced to walk the rest of the way in silence as I focused on his tight, round behind. Not because I wanted to gawk at his gorgeous glutes, but I was trying to keep from staring at a rather large, hairy mole on Stan’s flabby back. 

We walked through a set of double glass doors and ended up in a lobby with shiny marble floors and a small elevator flanked by potted plants. The elevator dinged loudly as the doors slid open. An elderly couple strolled off hand-in-hand, and before I could get out of the way, they walked right through me. 

“Ewww.” I shivered before flinging myself into the elevator. Dropping my towel to the ground, I felt up my legs and arms to make sure I was still intact. 

Grim chuckled as he stepped inside and inserted a large brass key into a shiny silver slot. “How do you think they’d feel, knowing they just walked through a ghost?”

The elevator was cramped to begin with as Grim filled what was left of the tiny space. I had to flatten myself against the back wall to keep my nose from pressing into the mole on Stan’s back. The guy reeked of chlorine and vodka, and there was some other smell, too; sickly sweet, reminding me of fermented eggs. I wasn’t quite sure, but I thought it was coming from the mole.   

Ewww times infinity!  

I thought I heard Grim swear when Stan started shifting around. 

“One floor to go,” he grumbled, “and I’ll be rid of this snake in the grass.”

Snake in the grass? Who says that anymore? 

But for once I had to agree with Grim. I couldn’t wait to get rid of Stan, either.  

When he twisted the key and punched the number two, the elevator lurched and my heart along with it. I’ve never been a big fan of heights. I had a hard enough time dealing with my third-story apartment.

A computerized woman’s voice sounded through the overhead speakers, naming off the first and second floors as we made our ascent.  

We came to a jerky halt and the door squeaked open. I hesitantly followed Grim off the elevator and gasped when I saw what awaited us: almost the exact same lobby, except the two potted plants each drooped to one side, looking like they hadn’t been watered in ages. The shiny marble floor was seriously dull and streaked with shoe marks. I spun a circle around the lobby before quickly following Grim through the glass doors. 

I was immediately struck by the balmy air outside, so humid, it mingled with my damp skin as heat seeped into my bones. Then I made the mistake of breathing in that air, and almost choked. The smell outside was worse than a rotting colostomy bag. Yeah, mom had forced me to volunteer at a hospice with her every Christmas Eve, and I usually got stuck doing bathroom duty. I had to cover my nose to keep from gagging, that’s how powerful the stench was.
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